Regrounding critical literacy: representation, facts and reality by Luke, Allan
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Luke, Allan (2011) Regrounding critical literacy : representation, facts and
reality. In Hawkins, Margaret (Ed.) Key Perspectives on Languages and
Literacies. Routledge, New York.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/42410/
c© Copyright 2011 Luke Allan
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
 1
To appear in M. Hawkins, Ed., (in press/2011) Key Perspectives on Languages and 
Literacies. New York: Routledge.  
 
Regrounding Critical Literacy:  
Representation, Facts and Reality  
 
Allan Luke 
Queensland University of Technology 
 
Introduction 
 
Since the turn towards language and discourse in the social sciences in the past three decades, 
it has became increasingly rare for writers to refer to ‘reality’ or ‘facts’ without using single 
or double quote marks. For the conventional wisdom is, indeed, that realities are socially 
constructed by human beings through discourse. This has been historically complicated by 
the degree to which new media and expressive forms managed to blur, simulate and disrupt 
Aristotelian distinctions between art and life, between image and object, between sign and 
signified, between discourse and representation. The concept of mimesis, after all, depended 
on the independent existence of the object to be artistically represented. The risk always has 
been that bloggers and journalists, teachers and students alike are left unmoored to social or 
material reality, to work in a relativist universe of competing significations with no fixed 
epistemological grounds – with education reduced to a hall of intertextual mirrors. 
 
Reality still looms large in everyday life, despite all attempts to theoretically and 
pharmacologically eradicate it, technologically overwrite it, or, at the least, place a large 
philosophic asterix next to it. Consider the debate over climate change. However this might 
appear to be a competition between contending versions of scientific knowledge, contending 
media representations of the debate, and unsavory political ideologies at work – few human 
beings would doubt that there is a biosphere out there with some degree of actual facticity. 
We might argue about how to name it, about the relative calibrations of change, and about 
causes. All these would indeed be discourse representations of ‘truth’. But the alteration of an 
ecosystem, the loss of a species, the emergence of a new biological phenomenon are 
substantive and material, real and consequential. All things may be constructed or construed 
through discourse – but some phenomena kill you, others just do not matter much. So even if 
we acknowledge the discourse construction of possible worlds, we need to make a parallel 
acknowledgement that all discourses are not the things of which they speak, nor do not have 
equivalent or comparable consequences, effects and impacts.  
 
Perhaps the key philosophical and political issue in this millennium is this relationship 
between cultural systems of representation – traditional print texts, writing, mass media, 
journalism, advertisements, web pages, texts, instant messages digital communications – and 
social and economic reality. In regions with advanced urban information infrastructure, 
young people and adults live in a mediasphere that surrounds them with a seemingly endless 
and limitless flow of talk, broad and narrowcast media, visual images and texts of all 
modalities, instant and digitally enabled communication. This sits alongside a robust 
transnational industry in the provision of the printed word, whether through books, 
newspapers or screens.  Governments, corporations, and educational institutions strive to 
mediate these flows – that is, to control and censor, tax, regulate and capitalize upon who 
gets access to flows of information, and which texts and discourses are translatable into 
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cultural and economic value and status, power and functionality. In these milieux, critical 
literacy involves a normative analysis of the relationship between designs, shapes and 
features of texts and their consequences in material and social contexts.  
 
 
The rapidity of technological development, of media shift and crossover, and the unruliness 
of users, designers and developers have generated a volatility without precedent.  Digital 
media (Google, Facebook), hardware and software (Microsoft, Lenovo, Apple Oracle), 
digital infotainment and media (Sony, Dreamworks), and more traditional mixed information 
corporations (e.g, Thomson/Reuters, Pearson, Newcorp) vie to manage and capitalize upon 
information, consolidate corporate control and ownership, regulate intellectual property, and 
overtly shape its ideological and cultural content and uses (Castells, 2011).  
 
The control, ownership and ideological uses of these new flows are volatile and dynamic – 
yielding new forms of social agency, anarchist, libertarian and, depending on whose point of 
view you take, criminal action, while courts struggle to establish the parameters of legality 
and criminality in throwback systems designed to govern print and face-to-face social 
relations, and to regulate commerce based on the exchange of material goods. Powerful 
underground and grassroots communities of hackers, bloggers and users work to establish 
their own procedural rules and protocols, with many destabilizing and attacking state and 
corporate governance over communications, intellectual property, proprietary access and 
pay-per cost structures. If indeed the alchemy created by Gutenberg and Luther in 15th 
century Europe led to assaults on canonical knowledge and, ultimately, book burnings on all 
sides – this universe of hacking of corporate and state security servers, intellectual property 
and copyright lawsuits, and Wiki leaks is the new battleground is the social and economic 
regulation of value of textual representation.  
 
There are worlds outside of this mediasphere – where issues of access to basic literacy still 
persist. Many autocratic states attempt to maintain strict ideological control – Burma and 
North Korea, for example. But the ongoing bids to censor the internet and instant messaging 
in, for example, China and Middle East point to the difficulties that ubiquitous and instant 
information flows pose for governments and multinational corporations that rely upon the 
control of who knows what and what will count as factual, truthful and of significance. In a 
country like Singapore, for example, the public gained uncensored access to CNN and other 
global media after the first Gulf War. While the government maintains indirect and direct 
regulatory influence and control over print and broadcast media, and monitors and partially 
filters Internet traffic, it relies strongly on self-censorship by users (Lee, 2010). There are 
parallel lessons to be learned from Wikileaks and recent high profile hackings of government 
and corporate (Sony, CIA) servers about the fragility of control that government institutions, 
corporations and individuals have over their proprietary information and texts.  
 
There remain major populations, communities and cultures that are not part of global 
information flows – either by spatial/technological isolation (e.g., Indigenous peoples in the 
Amazon, West Java, Central Africa), by economic marginalisation (e.g., parts of Africa, West 
Asia, North and Western China), or by deliberate cultural choice (e.g., Amish communities in 
Pennsylvania).  As economies of scale shift, there are more cases of, for instance, the 
expanded use of mobile phone technology or satellite-based laptops amongst rural and 
remote populations to enhance trade and exchange, crop productivity or medical and 
community infrastructure. The effects of this spread remain mixed, often disrupting 
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traditional knowledge, vernacular languages and ways of life. But at the same time the spread 
of communications media historically has and continues to provide tools for the shaping and 
reshaping of material, social and eco-biological relations (Innis, 1949). 
 
While it is increasingly rare to refer to reality as a freestanding, non-problematic 
phenomenon - this new information and semiotic order is, in and for itself, a compelling 
social fact and reality. The theoretical and practical questions at the core of critical literacy 
programs is simple: Do changing media images, political statements, news reports, internet 
websites, the language of laws, workplaces and everyday face-to-face talk have material 
effects upon peoples lives, their work, the quality of social relationships, civic and their 
access to and use of resources? Certainly, communications technologies have changed the 
way many people work and learn, they have reshaped consumption and leisure, politics and 
commerce. How they shape and can be used to reshape everyday lives and experience, 
knowledge is certainly something that, critical literacy educators have already demonstrated, 
is viable with 8 year olds developmentally in early print acquisition (e.g., Comber & 
Simpson, 2001; Vasquez, 2004), with disengaged, minority youth who have turned away 
from traditional print literacy pathways (e.g., Morell, 2007) and with adults who have been 
economically and politically marginalized (e.g., Kumishiro & Ngo, 2007).  
 
Educational work in the field of critical literacy provides a key opportunity for the debating, 
unpacking and learning about this family of questions:  How does language, text, discourse 
and information make a difference? For whom? In what material, social and consequential 
ways? In whose interests? According to what patterns, rules and in what institutional and 
cultural sites?  
 
These, I want to argue, are not fringe or boutique concerns of an elite literary, cultural studies 
or political education.  Nor should these be elective options in an education system that is 
locked into the production of its human subjects as competitive capital for these new 
economies. Critical literacy is now old news. We can document four decades of diverse 
approaches to critical literacy that have arisen in the contexts of schooling, university study, 
adult basic and vocational education, second language education and, indeed, informal 
community-based education. In education systems in the US and Commonweath, and other 
English speaking countries critical literacy has taken different developmental paths in a range 
of curriculum areas: English, Second Language study, literature study, college composition 
and communication, language arts, arts and visual education, technology and design 
education, and indeed, crossovers to numeracy and mathematics, social studies and history, 
and science education. Unlike many other educational developments, critical literacy did not 
originate or initially flourish in the countries of the English-speaking North and West. It 
originated in what was then called the “third world”, in regions undergoing decolonization, 
through languages other than English, with prototypical work in Portuguese and Spanish - 
and applications underway in Mandarin, Cantonese, Slovenian, Japanese, Bahasa Indonesian, 
and other languages.  
 
This chapter has two purposes. It provides a brief introductory overview of the two major 
approaches to critical literacy: critical pedagogy and critical text analysis. This review is both 
theoretical and practical, covering the foundational assumptions of each approach, their 
historical genealogies and linking these to practical strategies for the teaching and learning of 
literacy. They are well established and documented (e.g., Morgan & Ramanathan, 2006). My 
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purpose here is not to make a case for them as an original, innovative or ‘radical’ alternatives 
yet again.  
 
Instead, my second task is to make the case that all approaches of critical literacy attempt to 
practically bring together two distinct philosophies of text and representation: historical 
materialist critique of the state and political economy, on the one hand, and poststructuralist 
and postmodern theories of discourse, on the other. Various pedagogic languages are used to 
bridge the two, including literary and cultural studies text analysis, functional and critical 
linguistics. But the theoretical tension is the central practical pivot for approaches to critical 
literacy: understanding how the representation of possible worlds through language and 
image, texts and discourses shapes and alters the material and social, bio-ecological and 
economic realities and facts of these worlds. What are the real and material consequences of 
texts and discourses? And how can we reshape them? 
 
Literacy and the Production of the Subject 
 
Literacies – in both traditional print and multimodal forms – are malleable social and cultural 
practices with communications technologies. While there may indeed be particular cognitive 
and social ‘affordances’ affiliated with particular technologies (Kress, 2003) – the specific 
practices, functions and uses of texts and discourses that are prescribed and transmitted in 
any particular literacy education model are not given by the linguistic or technical features of 
the medium per se. They are rather specific selections from a theoretically infinite array of 
possible practices. Consider, for example, what schools typically teach 6 and 7 year olds to 
‘do’ with print texts: that they are stories, that stories are for pleasure and fun, that we can 
think and talk about they mean, individual affect and so forth. Far from being natural or 
intrinsic to the medium of print – we could as readily teach children that texts are for 
memorization and chanting, that they are never to be contested, etc., indeed as some 
communities do. That is, we could assign very different sociocultural functions, discourse 
contents and cognitive ‘affordances’ to the medium and text in question. Such are the 
normative choices that all schemes for literacy education must make, whether deliberately or 
by default. 
 
When we refer to the social practices of reading, then, we refer to particular psychological 
skills, linguistic competences, cognitive strategies etc. but we also refer to specific preferred 
text types and conventionally affiliated discourses, particular social ideologies, particular 
cultural scripts for what people should do with text, when, where and to what social, political, 
economic, cultural – intellectual and spiritual – purposes and ends. To reiterate: these are 
normative cultural decisions – not technical scientific ones. The curriculum decisions about 
how to shape literate practices are based on a longitudinal and developmental vision of a 
fully-fledged literate subject using texts and discourses for particular forms of social and 
cultural action.   
 
That the range of possible human practices with text is virtually infinite does not mean that 
these are, in a Saussurean sense, altogether ‘arbitrary’. The relationships between signs and 
signifiers, between words and objects, between grammar and action may indeed be 
theoretically arbitrary, and the institutional selection of one text, disposition or practice over 
another may, in a purely descriptive sense, be arbitrary vis a vis particular textual features or 
characteristics to be assigned cultural capital (cf. Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). But they are 
not arbitrary in the sense that literate practices make up repertoires of conventional social 
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functions with exchange value in specific institutional, disciplinary and social fields (e.g., in 
universities, particular workplaces, or specific disciplinary fields). Depending on the social 
and cultural fields of use, specific ways of doing things with text have exchange value.  
 
My point, then, is that all models of literacy education are bids to intergenerationally 
reproduce particular forms of disciplined tool use with the technologies of print and other 
media. It is not surprising, then, that those who approach the definition and study of literacy 
from particular disciplinary and foundational perspectives tend to normatively argue for the 
production of a literate subject who embodies that specific discipline. For example, literary 
poststructuralists advocate the production of specialized skills of deconstruction; cultural 
anthropologists argue for students to study language in use in the community; those who 
define literacy as a cognitive, scientific process define higher order literacy in terms of recall, 
taxonomic analysis and falsification; feminist poststructuralists argue for the deconstruction 
of gendered speaking positions and representations; functional linguists argue for students to 
acquire a detailed and explicit knowledge of lexico-grammatical system and choice – and, 
indeed, various religions define and align the reading of sacred texts tautologically as 
evidence of having mastered a particular spiritual discipline.   
 
Models of critical literacy are not exempt. That is, they are not ‘true’ or ‘untrue’ but rather 
they are normative bids to construct a particular kind of cultural and political subject 
(Muspratt, Luke & Freebody, 1998). They are tethered to particular political bids to 
reconstruct what is done with the technology of writing in specific social class, cultural and 
political interests, under the auspices of broad principles of social and economic justice, 
freedom of expression and political self-determination, human rights and emancipation. Note 
that these are not necessarily locally generated cultural principles but may constitute, in 
themselves, forms of external cultural imposition. In consequence, models of critical literacy 
select and shape particular practices for students; and claims about, for example, 
“empowerment” make broad assumptions about the political and cultural efficacy of specific 
textual practices. The most rudimentary models of functional literacy make the case that the 
acquisition of basic skills generates improved pathways to employment. Similarly, models of 
critical literacy are predicated upon the assumption that particular approaches to reading 
(e.g., identifying social class ideologies underlying text messages; critiquing the economic or 
political motives of authors of particular texts) or writing (e.g., developing online digital art, 
digitally archiving community elders’ stories), can generate both individual (e.g., identity, 
affiliation, agency) and collective effects (e.g., participation in larger social movements). 
 
Critical Pedagogy 
 
The term “critical” has a distinctive etymology in Western philosophy and science. It is 
derived from the Greek adjective kriticos, the ability to argue and judge. Paulo Freire’s 
(1970) revolutionary educational philosophy defined critical literacy as the capacity to 
analyze, critique and transform social, cultural and political texts and contexts. Working in 
Indigenous and peasant communities in Brazil, Freire’s approach to critical literacy was 
grounded in dialectical materialist and phenomenological philosophies. He argued that the 
literacy transmitted in conventional schooling was based on a “banking model” of education, 
where learners’ lives, cultures, knowledge and aspirations were taken as irrelevant. He 
advocated a dialogical approach to literacy based on principles of reciprocal exchange. These 
would critique and transform binary relationships of oppressed and oppressor, teacher and 
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learner.  “Cultural circles” would begin with an analysis of participants’ specific contexts, 
problems, struggles and aspirations.  
 
The acquisition of literacy entails the naming and renaming, narrating and analyzing of life 
worlds as part of a problem-posing and problem-solving pedagogy. Accordingly, Freire’s 
work focuses literacy educators on the transitivity and teleology of reading and writing: that 
they are always about substantive lives and material realities; and that they are always goal 
and problem-directed.  “Reading the word”, then, entails “reading the world” (Freire & 
Macedo, 1987), enlisting one’s power to critique and supplant dominant ideologies and false 
consciousness. Technical mastery of written language and other codes, then, is a means to 
broader social and cultural agency, individual and collective transformation – not an end in 
itself. 
 
There is an extensive literature that extends Freire’s principles and approaches in a broad 
project of “critical pedagogy” (Lankshear & McLaren, 1993; Darder, Baltadano & Torres, 
2003).  Freire’s work draws from Marx the key concept that ruling class ideology defines 
school knowledge and ideology. By this view, approaches to literacy are expressions of 
dominant, ruling-class ideology that succeed in creating a receptive literacy, involving 
passive reproduction of systematically distorted views of the world. The alternative is to 
begin from learners’ worldviews, in effect turning them into teachers and inventors of the 
curriculum. By this account, the process of critical literacy entails a renaming of the world.  
The focus then of critical literacy is on students’ engaging in forms of ideology critique: 
exposing and reconstructing misleading ideological versions of the world provided in media, 
literature, textbooks and everyday texts (Shor & Freire, 1987).  
 
Critical analyses of competing ideologies and economic conditions were central to literacy 
campaigns initiated by Freire and colleagues in Mozambique, and it is the focus of current 
efforts at explicitly political pedagogies in countries like Brazil, Venezuela, Peru and Mexico 
(Kukendahl, 2010). In such curricula, students are involved in analysis of the effects of 
colonialism, imperialism, class division, and unequal economic relations. In Freirian terms, 
this entails working with learners to use language to name and ‘problematicize’ the world – 
that is to take everyday ideological constructions of class, race, gender relations, and to make 
them problematic through dialogic exchange.  In such a setting traditional authority and 
epistemic knowledge relations of teachers and student shift: learners become teachers of their 
understandings and experiences, and teachers become learners of these same contexts. This 
might entail setting open, dialogic conditions of exchange by establishing a cultural circle 
amongst adult learners.  In school classrooms, it might entail establishing democratic 
conditions in classrooms where authentic exchange can occur around social, political and 
cultural issues (Lewison, Leland & Harste, 2007). Note that these approaches are based on a 
key assumption from Marxist ideology critique: that once ruling class ideology is named and 
cleared out of the way, undistorted, accurate and factual versions of history, community 
formation, social and economic conditions can be brought to the table for analysis and action. 
 
Current critical literacy practices also draw from British and American cultural studies.  
Landmark work by Richard Hoggart (1957) and Raymond Williams (1958) set the directions 
for approaches to critical literacy: (1) the expansion of textual and cultural objects beyond 
canonical and literary texts to include the everyday cultural forms and practices; (2) a focus 
on critical literacy as a counter-hegemonic form of critique that might, in turn, (3) enable a 
revoicing of marginalised class culture. Practical approaches to critical literacy advocated in 
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US schools start from a focus on community relations or political events, moving towards 
agentive, alternative analyses (e.g., Vasquez, 2007). In schools and universities, these 
approaches also focus literacy on forms of community study, the analysis of social 
movements, and political activism (e.g, Kumishiro & Ngo, 2007). Drawing from cultural 
studies, they have also involved the development of a critical “media literacy”, focusing on 
the analysis of popular cultural texts including advertising, news, broadcast media and the 
Internet (e.g., Alvermann & Hagood, 2001; Kellner & Share, 2004). Finally, there is a broad 
focus in these models on the development of alternative versions of history, altering 
dominant and hegemonic descriptions of national history, colonialism and political processes. 
 
In this context, various marginalized groups have staked the grounds for approaches that 
require the aforementioned political ideology critique, but also set the grounds for a strong 
focus on the significance of culture, broadly construed as shared value systems, interactional 
patterns, and forms of affiliation. This was part of the major critique of critical pedagogy that 
emerged in the early 1990s, when feminist scholars began to argue that the model risked 
ideological imposition that was contrary to its ethos and did not adequately consider issues of 
gendered standpoint. In everyday practice, there was, and is, a parallel risk of pedagogic 
imposition given the complex forms of gendered and raced voice and power, identity, and 
subjectivity at work in the interactional contexts of classrooms and cultural circles (Luke & 
Gore, 1991). The critiques raised by poststructuralist feminists have had a major impact on 
critical pedagogy.  Especially in Australia and Canada, approaches to school reading entail a 
critique of textual and media representations of women and girls as ideological and 
patriarchal, that is, as projecting dominant constructions of gender and sexuality and 
inequitable patterns of face-to-face interaction (Mellor, O’Neill & Patterson, 2000). 
Relatedly, it led to a stronger focus on standpoint and agency in theory, including a critique 
of critical pedagogy itself as a potential form of patriarchal practice.  
 
A parallel development draws upon postcolonial and critical race theory. American 
approaches to critical literacy have developed a strong focus on the “politics of voice” 
(Darder et al. 2004), on building interaction around the distinctive cultural histories, identities 
and contexts faced by groups marginalized on the basis of difference of gender, language, 
culture and race, and sexual orientation. A critical approach to language and literacy 
education requires the setting of culturally appropriate and generative contexts for enactment 
of identity and solidarity (Toohey & Norton, 2002; Kubota & Lin, 2009). It extends a focus 
of critique on the political economy to examine ‘grand narratives’ and the everyday practices 
of patriarchy, racism and sexism (Luke, 2004). There the enhancement of ‘voice’, ‘speaking 
position’ and ‘standpoint’ become central pedagogical foci, with the assumption that these 
can be translated into forms of self-determination, agency and social movement.   
  
Discourse Analytic Approaches 
 
The last three decades of ethnographic research on the social contexts and practices of 
literacy have established the cultural, social, cognitive and linguistic complexity of its 
development and acquisition. This raises two substantive educational challenges for critical 
pedagogy approaches. First, it is largely synchronic, advocating and practicing particular 
approaches to literacy pedagogy without a broader template for developmental acquisition 
and use. While Freirian models provide a pedagogical approach and a political stance, an 
orientation towards ‘voice’ and ideology, they lack specificity in terms of how teachers and 
students can engage with the detailed and complex structures of texts, both traditional and 
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multimodal. The acquisition of language, text and discourse requires the developmental 
engagement with levels of linguistic and discourse complexity (e.g., Gee, 1992; Lemke, 
1996). Later models of critical literacy, particularly those developed in Australia and the UK, 
attempt to come to grips with these key theoretical and practical issues. 
 
An initial major critique of critical pedagogy approaches was that they overlooked the 
pressing need for students to master a range of textual genres, including those scientific forms 
that constitute powerful understandings of the physical and material world (Halliday & 
Martin, 1995). According to systemic functional linguists, the mastery of genre entails a 
grasp of the social functions of lexical and syntactic functions, and an understanding of the 
relationships of these with affiliated discourses and ideologies (Hasan & Williams, 1996). 
Equitable access to how texts work, they argue, is an essential component to redistributive 
social justice in literacy education, and cannot be achieved through a principal focus on 
‘voice’ or ideology critique. The affiliated approach to critical literacy, then, argues for 
explicit instruction and direct access to “Secret English” and “genres of power” (Kalantzis & 
Cope, 1996).  Yet there are unresolved issues about what balance of direct access to 
canonical and culturally significant text forms and critique might constitute an enfranchising 
and politically activist approach to critical literacy.  
 
The alternative approach is based upon critical discourse analysis, an explicitly political 
derivative of systemic functional linguistics. Bringing together ideology critique with an 
explicit instructional focus on teaching how texts work, Fairclough (1990) argues for the 
teaching of “critical language awareness”.  This entails teaching students the analysis of a 
range of texts – functional, academic, literary – attending to both their lexico-grammatical 
structure, their ideological contents and discourses, and their identifiable conditions of 
production and use. Drawing from Halliday, critical linguistics makes broad distinctions 
between ideological formations in texts, their social functions and their distinctive features. 
This enables teachers and students to focus on how words, grammar and discourse choices 
shape a representation or ‘version’ of material, natural and sociopolitical worlds (Janks, 
2010). It also enables a focus on how words and grammar attempt to establish relations of 
power between authors and readers, speakers and addressees. Furthermore, it enables a 
critical engagement with the question of where texts are used, by whom, and in whose 
interests.  
 
Critical literacy – by this account – entails the developmental engagement by learners with 
the major texts, discourses and modes of information. It attempts to attend to the ideological 
and hegemonic functions of texts, as in other critical pedagogy models. But it augments this 
by providing students with technical resources for analyzing how texts and discourses work. 
For example, this might entail the analysis of a textbook or media representation of political 
or economic life. But in addition to questions of how a text might reflect learners’ life worlds 
and experiences, it also teaches them how the structure of specific clauses and sentences 
attempts to define the world and situate the reader in relation to that definition (Wallace, 
2006; Luke, 2001).  
 
The theoretical and practical problem: Representation and reality 
 
Critical literacy approaches view language, texts and discourses as principle means for 
representing and reshaping possible worlds. The aim is the development of human capacity to 
use texts to analyse and transform social relations and material conditions. As a cultural and 
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linguistic practice, then, critical literacy entails an understanding of how increasingly 
sophisticated texts and discourses can be manipulated to represent and, indeed, alter the 
world. Critical literacy education, further, is premised on the imperative for freedom of 
dialogue and the need to critique all texts, discourses and ideologies.  
 
Yet theoretically - critical literacy education is caught on a ledge between Marx and 
Foucault, between materialism and modernism, between realism and representation. It is 
inevitably confronted with the problem of normativity: of whose reading of a text will count, 
of whose version of the world will count, and on what grounds. Freirian models begin from 
an explicit focus on authenticity of voice of participants in cultural circles, and in practice 
have moved to stress cultural standpoint and speaking rights. Critical discourse analysis 
models have tended to focus on the ideological contents and social relations coded in texts. 
The broad premise is that reality is constructed socially through discourse, that all texts are 
potentially ideological, and hence should be the subject of critical analysis and scrutiny. But 
both approaches raise a core practical question: How do we ascertain ‘truth’ and fact?  This 
requires an acknowledgement of the existence of ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ outside of the particular 
texts in question and, indeed, realities outside the complex web of intertextual descriptions 
and relations formed by multiple available texts. 
 
Consider this current example. With the support the Tea Party, religious and conservative 
groups - the Louisiana Science Education Act of 2008 set new grounds for curriculum debate. 
It argued that the discussion of intelligent design and “alternative” views of science was 
necessary to ensure academic freedom in schools. But are we to treat the texts of ‘evolution’, 
for example, as ideological representations or scientific truths?  The move towards critical 
discourse analysis and text deconstruction may place discourse-based models of critical 
literacy at odds with traditional Marxist ideology critique. Does critical literacy mean – for 
example, that texts about the Holocaust or slavery, or about global warming constitute yet 
further or more textual representations of the world? To be critiqued and deconstructed in 
terms of their rhetorical positioning devices or hidden ideological assumptions?  What about 
truths, facts about history, social and material reality that they purport to represent?   
 
My point here is that models of critical literacy in and of themselves require a commitment to 
the existence and accessibility of ‘truth’, ‘facts’ and ‘realities’ outside of the texts in question 
and, potentially, as having an existence independent of their immediate discursive 
construction. Freirian approaches typically resolve this through the mobilization of reading 
and writing as part of a broader investigation of issues and facts, histories and cultures, as a 
means for “reading the world” (Freire & Macedo, 1987). Critical discourse analytic 
approaches focus on the “conditions of production” and “conditions of reception” of the text 
(Fairclough, 1990): that is, the historical, cultural and political conditions of authorship and 
audience interpretation. In practical terms, this suggests the epistemological and educational 
limits of an exclusive focus on text analysis without broader cross-curricular scientific, social 
scientific and aesthetic inquiry. Simply, while authentic ‘voice’ and close textual analysis 
may be necessary elements of critical literacy education – neither in itself provides sufficient 
empirical grounds for social and cultural action. Both must turn to explore other texts and the 
facts, the material and social realities they purport to represent. 
 
Particularly in the new mediasphere, the relationship between discourse and material 
biosocial worlds, between representation and historical/empirical reality remains the focal 
issue in critical pedagogy and critical literacy education.  Far from being a conceptual or 
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theoretical flaw or contradiction – it provides teachers and learners, curriculum developers 
and educational researchers with a starting point and overall goal for teaching and learning. 
Unpacking the relationship between discourse representation and reality remains the core 
question of critical literacy as theory and practice. 
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